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I STUMBLED INTO HERMENEUTICAL DEBATES as a college student. The biblicism I inherited from my evangelical upbringing collided with Karl Barth’s christocentric actualism. Is Jesus the Word of God, or is Scripture? Is God’s Word statically embedded in the text, or does it come alive in the freedom of God’s grace? Matters became even more confusing when I happened upon N. T. Wright and his unique version of theological historicism. I remember being drawn to all three. Surely the text itself, precisely in its textuality, holds value. But surely God must be active in our knowledge of God. And history must matter too, right? Which is it? Is the truth of Scripture found in the words themselves? In God’s voice? In history? Some combination thereof? This conversation, as I understood it, was never merely theoretical. I felt each alternative pressing me not only toward different sets of interpretive virtues but toward different ways of being Christian. Still a theological neophyte, I remember feeling trapped, pulled three ways at once.

As I struggled to sort through these options, another possibility emerged on my theological radar. It seemed to cut straight through the tension. The memory is still crisp in my mind. I recall exactly where I was sitting in the coffee shop. I remember the drink on the table in front of me. I remember the way the book felt in my hands. The title alone—The Art of Reading Scripture1—was enough to disrupt my hermeneutical assumptions. I dove headlong into contemporary debates about the theological interpretation of Scripture. Without laying aside my earlier conversation partners, I learned to reframe their insights within the horizon of the church. I learned that the community of faith—with its unique language, traditions, and practices—possessed resources that could help guide readers into the text. From this new vantage point, I felt like I was reading Scripture with fresh eyes. The momentum of this breakthrough propelled me to grad school and shaped the early stages of my research.

My youthful enthusiasm began to fade, however, one Saturday afternoon. I had escaped to the library for some last-minute sermon preparation. I remember turning to a particular commentary that claimed to be theological in nature. As far as I recall, the commentary evidenced no glaring shortcomings. But I remember feeling underwhelmed, like the words lacked life. The central point of this particular work of theological interpretation was that the Bible, when read properly, confirms the church’s doctrinal tradition. In this instance, a hermeneutical lens shaped by inherited belief produced interpretive outcomes that confirmed the inheritance. This seemed unsurprising, to say the least. I remember feeling that in this instance Scripture was functioning more like an echo chamber than a medium of God’s address.

This is, of course, just one experience. I have since read many lively works of theological interpretation. I recognize, too, that the threat of confirmation bias lurks no matter what reading method one employs. Yet I haven’t been able to shake the troubling feeling I had that Saturday afternoon. When a hermeneutical system explicitly prioritizes held belief and custom, the danger of interpretive circularity seems especially serious. I had learned to read Scripture in the church, but how then could Scripture critique the church? By what leverage could Scripture stand against the church as a living word of judgment and truth? How could Scripture change me? It felt as if I had purchased a tidy hermeneutical schema at the expense of Christ’s surprising livelihood. If I already know where I’ll end up, why read at all? I would later learn to label this problem “ecclesiocentrism.” The Barthian in me began to squirm.

I didn’t know it at the time, but my hermeneutical wrestling had set me up to discover Dietrich Bonhoeffer. In a 1932 address to an ecumenical audience, he laments the church’s hermeneutical impotence. We are only able to read for ourselves, he claims. We have lost the ability to read against ourselves.2 We have lost the ability to hear Scripture as what it is, as Christ’s address to his people. Importantly for my developing imagination, Bonhoeffer raised this hermeneutical challenge without downplaying the significance of the church as an interpretive community. Reading him, I felt like my earlier conversation partners began to synthesize into a coherent position.

This book represents my attempt to sketch this position. As the brief map of my intellectual journey makes clear, this position represents both an affirmation of the theological interpretation of Scripture movement and a critique of the movement. The various concerns that animate my critique share a common core: I worry about the ecclesiocentric tendencies of theological interpretation. Any attempt to read “in the church” always assumes a particular vision of what the church is and what it means to be in it. The assumptions we make at this seemingly preinterpretive level exert great impact on our reading. The danger is that this impact becomes a hindrance rather than a help. I worry, for instance, that our assumptions about reading “in the church” can limit our ability to hear voices that fall on the margins, beyond the purview of what “counts” as theological interpretation. In a similar manner, I worry that theological interpretation can inculcate a habit of reading “in” the church before the church then (if at all) moves “out” into the world. I worry, in other words, about theological interpretation’s tendency to rely on an inflated account of ecclesial boundaries. It comes as no surprise, then, that the practice often comes across as distinctly Western, nonmissional, and nonliberative. I consider this a grave shortcoming. In order to live up to its name, ecclesial hermeneutics needs a richer ecclesiology. While these animating concerns are not always at the forefront of my argument, careful readers will hear them underlying the constructive proposal that unfolds in this work.
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Introduction

HERMENEUTICS AS AN ECCLESIAL PRACTICE
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I HAVE WRITTEN THIS BOOK for those who wish to think carefully about Scripture and its interpretation. I have written it under the guiding conviction that the church stands as the locus and agent of faithful reading. Many recent proponents of theological interpretation are guided by similar judgments; indeed, one could argue that this is the unifying center of the movement.1 Underlying this shared conviction, however, are very different sets of assumptions about how, precisely, the church fulfills its hermeneutical responsibility. By interrogating those assumptions, this book aims to clear the way for a creative and constructive account of theological interpretation, one that penetrates to the very root of what is actually going on when we read the Bible.

I follow Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s lead toward this end. At the beginning of Creation and Fall, the published version of his lectures on Genesis delivered at Berlin in the winter semester of 1932–1933, the twenty-six-year-old theologian presciently anticipated contemporary trends. “Theological exposition takes the Bible as the book of the church,” he boldly claims, “and interprets it as such.”2 For most of church history, Bonhoeffer’s claim would have seemed tautological. What other purpose could Scripture have? Who else would read it? And why? But in an academic context where the modern-critical agenda held sway, Bonhoeffer shamelessly prefaced his interpretive work with this traditional claim. Whereas many of his contemporaries focused their interpretive efforts on making Scripture intelligible in its original historical or religious context, Bonhoeffer embarked on a qualitatively different task. He set out to hear Scripture as the word of God. Unsurprisingly, most scholars at the time ignored the work or scorned its seemingly uncritical method.3 Yet based on the sympathetic response it received from students, Bonhoeffer’s newfound interpretive agenda blew like a fresh breeze through the lecture halls of Berlin.4 The Bible not only spoke back then—it continues to speak today. And hearing this word, he unequivocally proclaimed, is a distinctly ecclesial enterprise, a practice of the church.


SCRIPTURE’S MIGRATION FROM THE CHURCH


Unpacking precisely how and why this is the case constitutes my fundamental goal in this book. Though Bonhoeffer himself is rarely acknowledged as a forebear of the contemporary turn toward theological interpretation, he should be, for his remarks foreshadow its defining contours. Behind Bonhoeffer’s bold hermeneutical claim lies the story of modern historical criticism. The narrative of its emergence has been well rehearsed, and we need not rehash it here.5 For my larger purposes in this book, the basic point to note can be stated directly: though the emergence of the modern-critical paradigm was explicitly funded by the quest to secure reliable knowledge, ecclesiological assumptions came embedded within it.6 Spinoza laid the groundwork on which this paradigm would be built when he famously began his Theologico-Political Treatise by purifying his interpretive method of ulterior influences: “I deliberately resolved to examine Scripture afresh, conscientiously and freely, and to admit nothing as its teaching which I did not most clearly derive from it.”7 When Kant proposed “no imperative ‘Believe!’ but only a free credo,”8 the trajectory of modern biblical hermeneutics was set. The key presupposition underlying its emergence, as Jon Levenson suggests, is that scholars “eliminate or minimize their communal loyalties, [or] see them as legitimately operative only within associations that are private, nonscholarly, and altogether voluntary.”9

Of course, this methodological decision does not prohibit Scripture from serving the church’s ends. After all, the majority of critical biblical scholars would claim to do their work, in one way or another, for the sake of the church. But it does require that in order for interpretation to reach these ends it must first pass through a general process—Scripture must be read “like any other book.”10 As Gabler paradigmatically depicts the matter in his famous distinction between “biblical” and “dogmatic” theology, a reconstructive and descriptive task—the criteria for which are universal and scientific in nature—must precede the church’s particular and normative use.11 To borrow Ricoeur’s terminology, interpretation was thereby “deregionalized”; a general hermeneutic replaced a mode of reading suited to a particular text or domain.12 Within this hermeneutical paradigm, Scripture may be read for the church, but it should not be read in and as the church. The church may be good for some things—but scriptural hermeneutics is not one of them.




SCRIPTURE’S ECCLESIAL HOMECOMING


If the pursuit of hermeneutical objectivity prompted Scripture’s migration from the church to the academy, its homecoming would, perhaps surprisingly, follow a similar path. Given the nature of this text, what interpretive posture constitutes true hermeneutical Sachlichkeit? What does it mean to be “objective” when reading Scripture? Karl Barth was one of the first to raise this question within the context of modern Protestant theology. Rejecting the epistemological presupposition governing the critical enterprise, he proposed a form of interpretive objectivity controlled not by universal criteria but by the subject matter itself.13 Barth’s claim was simple yet revolutionary: Christian readers must practice a form of interpretive objectivity suitable to the unique object of the reading process, namely, the living and self-revealing God. With this discovery, he found himself in a radically new hermeneutical situation. He, the reader, was the one addressed.14 Barth was eager to note the irony: in this new situation, he could in fact be more objective than modern hermeneutics would allow, more critical than the critics.15 To read as one unaddressed, in the mythically neutral domain of historicist study, would be to read something other than the Christian canon and to hear something other than God’s living voice.

As a student, Bonhoeffer excitedly embraced Barth’s hermeneutical revolution, and it changed the trajectory of his theological career.16 He learned from Barth that all theological language emerges in response to God’s revelatory grace. Bonhoeffer quickly made this insight his own. More readily than Barth, he pressed this logic into the realm of the church. The revelatory word that constitutes the theological enterprise is the very same word that constitutes the church as the social corollary of God’s address. Hearing God’s voice and being called into the community of God’s people are, theologically speaking, one and the same event. Thus, a simple methodological commitment animates Bonhoeffer’s theological imagination: we speak rightly about God when we speak in and as the church. With this, he gave concrete ecclesial dimensions to Barth’s theological breakthrough. God’s voice, ecclesial existence, and faithful reading are inseparably bound.

While theological resources prompt Bonhoeffer’s hermeneutical return to the church, another set of resources emerges from the world of philosophy. In response to what David Tracy calls “the Enlightenment belief in a purely autonomous consciousness,”17 twentieth-century philosophical hermeneutics has forcefully reasserted the situatedness, historicity, and community-dependent nature of human thought. Here Heidegger and Gadamer lead the way; our mode of being in the world carries interpretive significance, and preunderstanding is not the enemy of hermeneutics but its very possibility. Wittgenstein and others show that the historicity and contingency of language do not constitute a tainted accretion behind which truth lies hidden but the very vehicle of meaning in its truest form. Bourdieu points to modes of understanding embedded within practice, and philosophers like MacIntyre teach that tradition is not only inherent but necessary to rationality. Indeed, all paradigms of thought are historically contingent (Kuhn), and all knowledge has a subjective pole (Polanyi). With regard to texts per se, LaCocque and Ricoeur follow this train of thought when they contend that “the text exists, in the final analysis, thanks to the community, for the use of the community, with a view to giving shape to the community.”18 With regard to the specific act of interpreting texts, many have come to suggest that textually mediated “meaning” is not as stable or accessible as was once thought. Stanley Fish famously suggests, for example, that rather than an objective property carried within the text and unearthed by proper methods, meaning is the product of the reading strategy brought to bear upon it.19

With the help of Hans Frei and George Lindbeck, these insights acquired distinctly theological shape and gained wide influence within Anglophone theology. Frei’s Eclipse of Biblical Narrative has become a standard genealogy of the demise—and potential rebirth—of a distinctly Christian mode of scriptural interpretation. As he writes elsewhere, “The literal meaning of the text is precisely that meaning which finds the greatest degree of agreement in the use of the text in the religious community. If there is agreement in that use, then take that to be the literal sense.”20 Lindbeck, Frei’s Yale colleague, adds ecclesiological depth to this emerging hermeneutical vision. Drawing from a wide of array of philosophical, sociological, and anthropological resources, he argues for a “cultural-linguistic” account of rationality internal to the logic and grammar of a particular community.21 With insights like these, theologians began to move beyond modern critical assumptions. They were coming to see that the church’s particular resources, far from being distortive, are hermeneutically foundational.

In recent decades, Bonhoeffer’s trailblazing route back to the church has become a well-worn path. Drawing from these trends, Christian interpreters have felt emboldened not only to tolerate but to prioritize and accentuate the particularity of their ecclesial vantage point and the unique form of thinking constituted by its language, traditions, and practices.22 Echoing Bonhoeffer’s paradigmatic claim, Stephen Fowl captures the heart of the movement when he writes, “Reading Scripture theologically is first and foremost a practice of the church. It does not depend on the support of academics for its survival.”23 Elsewhere he claims that the church is the “location where such a reading will be most at home,” which is why ecclesiology “provides both the direction for theological interpretation and the standards against which such readings can be judged.”24

The repercussions of this assertion have been wide ranging. R. R. Reno points to its distinctly doctrinal implications by suggesting that the church’s teachings are not distortive but clarifying.25 For the church to read well, it must read within the framework of the rule of faith.26 Many have likewise noted that if we return interpretation to the church, liturgical practice gains hermeneutical significance. James Fodor asserts, for instance, that “worship is Scripture’s home, its native soil, its most congenial habitat. . . . It is in the liturgy . . . that Christians are schooled and exercised in the scriptural logic of their faith.”27 If this is the case, then the proper reader is not the autonomous academic but the worshiping community.28 Likewise, distinctly theological virtues and habits formed through ecclesial practices become prerequisites for interpretation,29 and, as Richard Hays claims, faith—rather than neutrality or objectivity—stands as “the epistemological precondition for reading Scripture well.”30 Hays goes on to suggest that this reading is “a skill for which we are trained by the Christian tradition.”31 While not all would agree with the classical claim, exemplified in Saint Hilary of Poitiers’s bold assertion that “those who are situated outside the church are not able to acquire any understanding of the divine discourse,”32 it is undeniably the case that many scholars today have recovered the Augustinian priority of the church as a hermeneutical presupposition.33 Scripture, we have learned to claim, has a distinct Sitz im Leben, a natural home. Not only can we read Scripture for the church’s unique ends, we can—and indeed must—read Scripture in and as the church in order to reach these ends.

This book enters the debate at just this point. Ecclesiology has obviously carried great weight in recent conversations about theological interpretation, but rarely has ecclesiology itself become an object of theological focus within them. When we say that Scripture is the book of the church, what do we mean by church? Which church do we have in mind? As much as this question remains unaddressed, ecclesial hermeneutics remains ecclesially ambiguous. In this book, therefore, I ask an ecclesiological question as a means of answering a hermeneutical one. I set out deliberately to consider what it means to read in, as, and for the church. Which aspects of the church are hermeneutically salubrious? What practices come embedded within it? And how does this influence the shape and ends of faithful interpretation?




HERMENEUTICS, ECCLESIOLOGY, AND DISCIPLESHIP


In order to lay the groundwork for the constructive proposal that unfolds in this work, it will be useful here to gesture toward working definitions of three key terms that often lack clear meaning: hermeneutics, ecclesiology, and discipleship.

Hermeneutics. Hermeneutics is a notoriously ambiguous word with no unifying definition.34 As Simone Sinn helpfully notes, we have “no common reference point for the many different disciplines that deal with hermeneutical issues,” and as a result “the hermeneutical field is very complex and there is no general theory to hermeneutics as a whole.”35 As a means of untangling the diversity of the subject, Sinn highlights three basic strands: hermeneutics as (1) the process of interpretation, (2) the phenomenon of understanding, and (3) the nature of human existence. The first is a methodological question, and it deals with the principles of interpreting texts. The second is an epistemological question, and it deals with the process of encountering meaning in a text. The third is an ontological question, and it deals with the significance of understanding for human nature itself.36

In this project, I am ostensibly concerned with the act of reading Christian Scripture (hermeneutics as an interpretive question). But by moving this act within the life of the church I am complexifying matters. As Christians, we seek to interpret a text as a means of knowing the triune God revealed in Jesus Christ (hermeneutics as an epistemological question), which is bound up with patterns of life in the world and modes of understanding self and others vis-à-vis the risen Lord (hermeneutics as an ontological question). Whereas contemporary discussions about “theological interpretation” tend to exist within the domain of hermeneutics in the first sense, it will become clear as this project unfolds that the three cannot be neatly teased apart. Following Bonhoeffer, I claim that reading Scripture in relationship to the risen Christ forces us to distinguish between understanding the text’s basic linguistic sense and, as he puts it, “hearing it correctly” as a concrete word of the present Christ.37 It is possible, Bonhoeffer implies, to have one without the other. It is possible to offer good readings (hermeneutics in the first sense) that nevertheless fail to conform to Christ’s ongoing existence and that are therefore hermeneutically deficient. In such a situation, “The words are correct, but they have no weight.”38

This claim is significant, and I explore it in greater detail in chapter two. For now it is worth noting that by calling to mind this distinction I am not intending to invoke the traditional contrast between what a text meant back then and what it means for us today.39 Nor is this a simple recitation of the argument that texts do not carry meaning apart from the act of interpretation, as true as this claim is. In this book I embark on a more properly theological project of rethinking what it means for a text to “mean” in light of Christ’s ongoing work of calling and shaping his community and what implications this has for the process of pursuing this meaning through the act of reading.

Ecclesiology. I pursue the hermeneutical question by means of the ecclesiological because, as I demonstrate in subsequent chapters, what we mean by church determines what we mean by hermeneutical faithfulness generally and interpretive faithfulness specifically.

While church may seem more straightforward than hermeneutics, things are not always so clear. Fowl is one of the few to note that a genuinely ecclesial hermeneutic must navigate the vagueness and imprecision of ecclesiology.40 Markus Bockmuehl similarly suggests that when conversations about theological interpretation do turn their attention to the church, the term “can remain notably abstract and detached.”41 Particular proposals for an ecclesial hermeneutic frequently fail to proceed “to an account of the church in which this ecclesial hermeneutic actually resides.”42

Overcoming this lacuna in recent conversations about theological interpretation is no easy task, for ecclesiology is a complex and multifaceted doctrine. To say straightforwardly what the church is is notoriously difficult. One reason for this is that the Bible employs a great diversity of images and metaphors to convey the reality of God’s people. Paul Minear famously suggests that one can find ninety-six different images for the church in Scripture.43 A similar complexity emerges from the perspective of systematic theology, for theologians commonly recognize that ecclesiology is a synthetic doctrine, which means that many theological loci are included within or implicated by the doctrine of the church. Moreover, ecclesiology as a specific doctrinal locus is a peculiarly modern phenomenon—perhaps even a twentieth-century phenomenon—emerging as a distinct object of systematic study only as Christendom begins to wane and the church emerges as one among other religious and social options. Because of its relative youth among Christian doctrines, ecclesiology carries less precision than other loci like Christology or the doctrine of the Trinity. On top of all this, of course, loom the theological fractures that mar the post-Reformation landscape.

For these reasons, when theologians use the word church, the referent is not always clear. Do they mean by it a community, institution, universal body, invisible entity, or something else entirely? To make matters even more confusing, many theologians maintain that church cannot be exhausted by a single image or description. For example, in Models of the Church, Avery Cardinal Dulles writes, “In order to do justice to the various aspects of the church, as a complex reality, we must work simultaneously with different models. By a kind of mental juggling act, we have to keep several models in the air at once.”44 Whereas Dulles hesitates to offer a synthetic ecclesiology that incorporates various models and images into one integrative whole, I take a different approach in this project, as will become evident below.

Discipleship. More clearly than the English term discipleship, Bonhoeffer’s German term Nachfolge conveys a sense of “following after” the one who is “walking ahead of me, step by step.”45 While the notion of following after God is attested broadly throughout Scripture, its unique texture emerges in the Gospels.46 Jesus calls, the disciples relocate their bodies behind him, and their lives come to bear the impression of his ongoing movement as they are drawn along into walking his path. For these first followers, therefore, discipleship is not one component of their existence alongside others. Rather, it functions as the overarching framework within which their identity and history gain meaning. The notion of discipleship, then, is no mere metaphor or illustration for more basic theological categories. Nor does it deal with only certain elements of Christian life instead of others (say, matters of piety instead of matters of politics). As Bonhoeffer uses the term in his mature work, discipleship depicts the essence of Christian existence and thus serves as a structuring theological concept. All dimensions of Christian life and practice fall within its scope. Therefore, the term is fundamental to the very definition of the church.47 As Bonhoeffer claims, the only explanation for the church’s existence is that “Jesus himself calls” and “the disciple walks behind Jesus.”48 All ecclesial activity—indeed, the very being of the ecclesia itself—takes shape within this walking.49

Bonhoeffer’s account of discipleship is thoroughly christological. It relies upon the conviction that Christ has been raised from the dead, that he remains singularly and independently himself, and that through the Spirit he continues to walk with his people. Barth captures Bonhoeffer’s insight when he notes that the risen Jesus is not indolently resting in place but “strides through the ages still left to the world.”50 This striding, and the calling that accompanies it, gives the church its nature and shape. Indeed, the very possibility of ecclesial existence is predicated upon the out-aheadness of the risen One. “God does not allow us to walk a path . . . on which he would not precede us,” Bonhoeffer claims.51 As he puts the matter in his prison writings, Christian life consists of being continually propelled into walking Jesus’ path.52 Discipleship is relevant for the questions of this book because the church reads Scripture precisely within this movement. Indeed, as I will argue in the chapters that follow, the movement of discipleship is the very reason the church approaches Scripture in the first place. Without it, there would be no hermeneutical question.




RETHINKING THE CHURCH’S HERMENEUTICAL DIMENSIONS


The dynamism and relationality inherent to the concept of discipleship suggest a constructive way of reframing the ecclesiological question. Most ecclesiologies are structured according to certain metaphors or models of the church. This approach has the benefit of connecting directly to a particular biblical image. The downside, however, is that synthetic and coherent accounts of the church become uniquely challenging. Whereas models tend to operate according to spatial logic, the notion of discipleship invites us to think of the church in terms of relationships, which in turn allows us to overcome the static and competitive dimensions of metaphorical thinking. While it is difficult to imagine the essence of an object being simultaneously x and y (hence the necessity of Dulles’s juggling metaphor and the concomitant challenge of a synthetic ecclesiology), it is far easier to imagine one object simultaneously existing in different identity-defining relationships. Depicting the church in terms of relationships rather than images, metaphors, or models allows us to achieve a level of breadth and coherence that most ecclesiological reflection cannot.

In this work I propose construing the church as the unique entity that exists at the intersection of four identity-defining relationships. The church simultaneously exists (1) in relationship to the risen Christ, (2) in relationship to its historical-institutional past, (3) in relationship to a concrete communal location, and (4) in relationship to the world. Each relationship carries important hermeneutical implications, shaping the nature and practice of scriptural interpretation. In addition, each relational dynamic allows us to incorporate key insights from the array of biblical images for the church without being beholden to the particular logic governing a given image.

Each of this book’s four parts focuses on one of these relationships. More than a mere act of four-ball juggling, I hope to show that these relational dimensions cohere to shape the church as one hermeneutical community. This in itself is noteworthy, for I contend that proponents of theological interpretation frequently highlight one of these relationships (and thus grant it hermeneutical significance) yet fail to adequately account for the others. I hope to demonstrate that a relational approach to ecclesiology does greater justice to the complexity of the church’s hermeneutical task.

To be clear, I am not proposing that if we want to read Scripture faithfully, we must adopt one normative ecclesiology in contrast to others on offer. Likewise, I do not mean to suggest that an ecclesiology that foregrounds one particular relational dimension is necessarily deficient. I am suggesting, rather, that these four relationships characterize the true church wherever it is present, regardless of the precise form it may take. These four relationships are true of all true churches, and thus exert force on the church’s practice of reading Scripture.

Luke 24 and christological interpretation. The resurrection stories in Luke 24 serve as the imaginative stimulus for this synthetic possibility. Within the three stories that compose this passage—the women at the tomb, the disciples on the road to Emmaus, and Jesus’ visitation of the eleven—a cluster of factors concurrently shape the emergence of the first postresurrection community. These stories are especially pertinent to my interests because they all center on the idea of understanding. For Luke, it seems, the resurrection carries hermeneutical consequence. Moreover, the latter two stories explicitly locate this understanding vis-à-vis the interpretation of Scripture. As Walter Moberly claims of the Emmaus Road story, “It is imaginatively as weighty a story about biblical interpretation and Christ as one could hope to find.”53 Unsurprisingly, Luke’s resurrection account is commonly cited as justification for upholding the christological dimension of scriptural hermeneutics (the first of the four relationships I outlined above). Richard Hays notes of the Emmaus Road story, for example, that “the risen Jesus becomes the definitive interpreter” and the one who graciously grants understanding to his followers.54 Hays points to the disciples’ passivity in this text—“their eyes were kept from recognizing him” (Lk 24:16) and then during the meal “were opened” to see him (Lk 24:31). By taking agency away from the disciples in this way, the text suggests that Christ is the chief hermeneutical agent, the one who alters their faculties of perception and creates genuine understanding.55

This challenges what we normally mean when we talk about “understanding Scripture,” for the disciples’ new understanding is not reducible to the gift of new knowledge about the text.56 We can presume that after Jesus “interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures” (Lk 24:27), the disciples possessed all the biblical data necessary. Yet still they do not understand.57 And when Jesus does open their eyes, he does not dispense new information.58 This compels us to wonder whether our normal categories of understanding can adequately account for the miracle of knowing Jesus in and through Scripture. We are faced with the question: What must happen for accurate knowledge about the Bible to produce a perception of its significance? How does genuine understanding arise?

Rather than producing new data about the text, the uniqueness of Jesus’ interpretation lies in the way he frames the telos of the interpretive process: “Beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures” (Lk 24:27, emphasis added). Here Jesus paints himself, not the text, as the ultimate goal of the hermeneutical process. As Jesus says in John’s Gospel, “You search the scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that testify on my behalf. Yet you refuse to come to me to have life” (Jn 5:39-40). First John 1 paints a similar picture of the logic of Scripture: we have seen Jesus with our own eyes (1 Jn 1:1), the author writes, and now we declare him to you in writing so that you may know him too (1 Jn 1:3-4). The point is simple, yet it provides a fundamental orientation to the interpretive process. We do not read Scripture in order to know Scripture. We read Scripture in order to come to Jesus.

These Johannine texts corroborate the hermeneutical implications of the Luke 24 stories. Ultimately, understanding arises in a moment of grace, in a christological event. It is this grace that grants the disciples a new way of knowing. And while this hermeneutical grace comes through the text, it cannot be reduced to a mere textual encounter. This new mode of knowing Scripture is rightly deemed christological not because knowledge about Christ is subsequently imported to the text as an interpretive key (a common model of “christological exegesis”). Rather than moving from Jesus back to the text, the disciples move from the text to Jesus. The moment of illumination is not about knowing Scripture as much as it is about knowing Christ himself.

Undoubtedly, then, Luke 24 stresses the christological context of interpretation. But this is not the only context. After all, Jesus’ presence in the act of interpretation does not, in itself, produce understanding. I mention Luke 24 here in the introduction because as much as it offers hermeneutical insight, it implies that the process of understanding is both christological and multidimensional. In this text, the four above-mentioned relationships—the christological, historical-institutional, communal, and missional—all exert influence, together shaping both the nature of the disciples’ newly emerging identity and the nature of the hermeneutical moment.

For the disciples, the christological event of understanding, though radically new, does not emerge out of thin air. Christ’s gift of understanding occurs within the context of a historical narrative that gives it shape. Understanding arises in conversation with knowledge, hopes, and traditions inherited from the past. The memory of the women at the tomb is an integral component of their newfound understanding (Lk 24:6, 8). And along with recalling the written traditions, the Emmaus disciples bring a particular historical narrative to the event of understanding—“we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel” (Lk 24:21).

At the same time, the event of understanding is communal, emerging from concrete acts of togetherness, friendship, and hospitality. For the Emmaus disciples, understanding arises as Christ’s own presence and their inherited hopes coalesce in a concrete act of bodily togetherness.59 The hermeneutical significance of the first two relational dynamics is actualized in a shared space around a shared meal.

Finally, the event of understanding is missional, for the process of understanding is bound up with movement and proclamation. The women immediately went and “told all this to the eleven and to all the rest” (Lk 24:9), and the Emmaus disciples, upon seeing Christ, immediately “told what had happened on the road” (Lk 24:35). The missional dimensions are most obvious in the final pericope. After opening their minds to understand Scripture (Lk 24:45), Jesus proceeds to lay the groundwork for mission by insisting that his name be proclaimed to all nations (Lk 24:47). In Luke 24, the hermeneutical moment is simultaneously a missional moment.

Surveying the argument. Inspired by the example of Luke 24, I contend that while understanding is fundamentally a gift arising from the community’s relationship with the risen One, it simultaneously involves relationships with the institutional past, a local gathering, and the wider world. In each of the book’s four parts I explore one of these church-defining relationships. Each part follows a similar pattern. I first engage in a close reading of a leading representative (or representatives) of that particular approach to ecclesial hermeneutics before then inviting Bonhoeffer into the conversation. Each of these conversations achieves a twofold purpose. The first is descriptive and analytical. It allows me to investigate the logic underlying a particular approach to theological interpretation and to show how theological commitments regarding the nature of the church subsequently determine the nature of the hermeneutical enterprise within it. In each section, in other words, I argue from the top down in order to demonstrate that different conceptions of God, Christ, and church fund different conceptions of the hermeneutical task. What is God up to in Jesus (Christology)? Why might Jesus call people to himself (ecclesiology)? And why might this God give this book to these people (scriptural hermeneutics)? Pursuing the descriptive component of my argument in this manner holds value for those interested in navigating the diversity of conversations about theological interpretation, for it provides theological rationale for identifying and categorizing the different theologies of interpretation on offer today.

But my main goal is not to categorize. The descriptive task leads me into a corrective and constructive task. It will become evident that while much is to be gleaned from recent contributions, they are not beyond critique. By drawing attention to their underlying theological presuppositions, I hope to interrogate recent proposals. This is where Bonhoeffer proves his worth. His complex theological imagination allows me to diagnose one-sided tendencies prevalent in many discussions about biblical interpretation. I contend that hermeneutical proposals that foreground the church commonly rely upon truncated ecclesiological commitments. This means that only one dimension of the church does the bulk of the hermeneutical heavy lifting. This mistake is theoretically deficient because it fails to account for various relationships that characterize the church. Moreover—and perhaps most importantly—this failure exerts a distorting effect at the practical level by overburdening certain practices while neglecting others. The respective parts of this book provide examples of how this plays out in particular cases.

Beyond merely diagnosing this situation, Bonhoeffer points toward a constructive and integrative alternative, what I call a hermeneutic of discipleship. As I demonstrate in the following chapters, Bonhoeffer contrasts two modes of biblical exposition—the universal and the concrete. The former remains stuck at the level of abstraction and thus cannot become truly theological. The latter, a gift of grace, is what happens when Christ becomes personally present to the church through proclamation and sacrament. Theological interpretation is what happens in this latter situation. Theological interpretation is what happens whenever the words of Scripture become concrete here and now. For Bonhoeffer, therefore, the possibility of theological interpretation is distinctly ecclesial. To read “as the church” is to read attentively to Christ’s concrete voice. This means that even biblical claims as seemingly straightforward as “love your neighbor as yourself” (Mt 22:39) and “turn the other cheek” (Mt 5:39) remain lifeless abstractions apart from Christ.60 Though perhaps possessing spiritual-aesthetic appeal, such claims are, in and of themselves, notably devoid of specific content. The abstract becomes particular only when Christ speaks the words, which is just what the church hopes for when it reads the Bible.

I argue that reading as the church, precisely because it is concrete and not universal, cannot be reduced to a method or an interpretive strategy. Theological interpretation is a capacious category, able to accommodate a whole host of reading strategies, styles, methods, and procedures. On one level, this claim intends to forestall any facile attempt to pit theological reading against critical reading. On a deeper level, my argument about reading as the church intends to broaden and complexify the way we imagine the act of faithful reading. I do so not to make the task more complicated but to open our eyes to the possibility that “theological interpretation” happens in innumerable ways, styles, and modes. Our efforts to adjudicate do not lend themselves well to the practice of theological interpretation. In fact, it is precisely as we attempt to adjudicate the practice of faithful reading that we are most tempted to adopt certain distortive assumptions. When we begin reflecting on what counts as good interpretation, we usually operate at the intellectual level, as if hermeneutical faithfulness were enacted entirely within one’s brain, guided by a specific set of assumed criteria or norms. Following Bonhoeffer’s understanding of the church, I argue for the impossibility of this account of interpretation. To read as the church is not to read in search of (or in light of) any particular set of ideas but to read in search of a person, the risen Christ. To read as the church, therefore, is not to read with any particular method but to read in a particular place (the community concretely gathered around Christ) and in a particular posture (hopefully attentive to Christ’s presence through the Spirit). I contend that Bonhoeffer’s notion of discipleship conveys this sense of place and posture. And as I argue in the respective sections of this book, his notion of discipleship is a complex reality, encompassing the church in its multiple relationships. Following his lead, therefore, helps us examine the various dimensions and possibilities of hermeneutical faithfulness.

It thus becomes evident that the coherence of my project owes much to Bonhoeffer. His voice serves as the keynote that allows me to draw diverse voices into harmony. In each of the four parts that compose this book I lay out key dimensions of Bonhoeffer’s scriptural hermeneutic. What emerges from this is a theologically nuanced picture of Bonhoeffer as a reader of the Bible. This contribution is noteworthy in its own right. Given the centrality of Scripture in Bonhoeffer’s theological imagination, a disproportionately small amount of scholarly attention has been paid to it.61

I begin chapter one by listening to John Webster. Webster is particularly relevant for this project, for he masterfully depicts the church in its constitutive relationship to God. In classical terminology, he speaks of the church as the creatura verbi, the creature of the word. In chapter two, I invite Bonhoeffer to diagnose a lingering tendency within Webster’s work. Bonhoeffer fundamentally agrees with the priority Webster places on divine speech, but he does so while remaining alert to the temptations of hermeneutical immateriality and passivity that often accompany word theologies. Bonhoeffer’s concept of discipleship is helpful at precisely this point because it integrates incarnation and resurrection within one Christology. The chapter concludes by laying the groundwork for a Bonhoefferian hermeneutic of discipleship.

The second step toward arguing for a hermeneutic of discipleship is to show that Christ’s call creates a community with a social history. Precisely as the creatura verbi the church is also an institution stretching through time. I begin by engaging Robert Jenson’s ecclesial hermeneutic (chapter three) before turning to Bonhoeffer (chapter four) as a means of forging a constructive synthesis between institutional and christological logics that might otherwise seem incommensurate. Whereas highly institutionalized hermeneutics threaten to conflate Christ into the church, Bonhoeffer suggests that the telos of institutional life is an encounter with Christ himself, the one who is free for the church precisely in being free from it. Given this account of the Christ-church relationship, Bonhoeffer points toward a set of christologically redefined historical-institutional practices.

The third step toward arguing for a hermeneutic of discipleship is to demonstrate the importance of togetherness. Through examining Stanley Hauerwas’s ecclesial politic (chapter five) and Bonhoeffer’s social Christology (chapter six), I argue that the two lines of thinking I pursued in parts one and two converge in the community, at the nexus of bodies gathered. The church exists simultaneously in relationship to the risen Christ and its historical-institutional past—and precisely in these two relational dynamics it exists concretely as a local gathering. In fact, I argue that the two previous ecclesiological dimensions remain hermeneutically vacuous without concrete practices of togetherness that sustain the process by which the community discerns Christ’s voice and enacts its institutional identity.

The fourth and final step toward arguing for a hermeneutic of discipleship is to depict the act of interpretation in relation to the world. What does it mean for theological interpretation that the church is a missional community? In chapter seven I highlight a tension between two different strands of missional ecclesiology, which I call the culturalist and secularist options. I also argue that the practice of theological interpretation today commonly relies upon a strongly normative depiction of the church that cannot adequately account for the diversity of the gospel’s crosscultural movement. The basic reason animating this situation is simple: if reading Scripture is something that happens within the culture of the church, then any missionary movement beyond the culture of the church is a movement away from the context of hermeneutical faithfulness. Hermeneutical faithfulness and missional movement remain, at best, sequentially ordered events. In chapter eight I address these shortcomings by reading Dietrich Bonhoeffer as a missional theologian. In his mature theology he gestures toward a church that lives always in and for the world, and does so without compromising its confessional distinctiveness. Building on Bonhoeffer’s missional ecclesiology, I propose that missionary movement and intercultural encounter are ingredients within the process of hermeneutical faithfulness, not merely its proper outcome. Mission, at least in part, is how the church learns to see.

While my animating concerns are deeply theological, they are altogether practical. Indeed, theological articulations always touch ground in performative outcomes, in lived expressions that reveal the “functional theology” operative in any community of faith.62 For this reason, a properly theological account of hermeneutical faithfulness is impossible without attention to the actual activities involved in the reading process. Bonhoeffer understood this well, and he proves himself to be a pastoral theologian by the facility with which he moves back and forth between theoretical and practical registers. Following Bonhoeffer’s example, I hope to make a constructive claim not only about the theology of Scripture but also about the practices and habits that sustain faithful reading. As I understand things, the two are inseparable.

At its most basic, then, this is a project about Jesus, his followers, and their use of a book in their ongoing acts of following. Stephen Sykes famously suggests that Christianity is “an essentially contested concept.”63 It follows, moreover, that one’s claim about the essence of this concept shapes the way one construes the task of reading Scripture as a Christian practice. As I understand Christianity, its essence lies in Jesus, “the absolutely unique, historic one” raised to new life by the Father through the Spirit.64 As Bonhoeffer bluntly puts the matter: “Christianity arises out of the encounter with a concrete human being: Jesus.”65 Following Bonhoeffer, I center my vision of faith—and hence of all theological loci, including theological hermeneutics—on the “ongoing presence of the synoptic Jesus.”66 Neither the church nor its reading (nor any other of its practices) makes sense apart from the process of following after its irreducibly singular Lord. The universality and lordship of this particular Nazarene creates the church. The space Jesus creates by calling people to himself is the church’s hermeneutical space, the space in and for which his followers faithfully engage their text. Not only does Jesus promise to be always present to his followers (e.g., Mt 28:20), he promises continually to speak to them in the present—“Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches” (Rev 2:7). In this project I paint a picture of what this listening entails. What ultimately emerges from this account of Christ and the fourfold account of the church that corresponds to him is a hermeneutic of discipleship, a way of thinking of Scripture that takes place in the wake of Christ’s ongoing action and aims at participation in it.










PART ONE

The Church as
Creature of the Word: Hermeneutics and the Risen Christ
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Reading in the Domain of the Risen Christ

A CONVERSATION WITH JOHN WEBSTER

[image: ]


OUR FIRST STEP toward a holistic account of reading in the church is to listen to John Webster. He offers a theologically rich depiction of the church as it exists in relationship to God’s action in the risen Christ. In terms of classical Reformation theology, he points us toward an account of the church as the creatura verbi, the creature of the word.1

Such a goal will immediately elicit reactions, for it is often feared that “word theologies” erode genuine ecclesiological reflection. Henri de Lubac, for example, notes the risk of spiritualism and the subtle slide toward “ecclesial Monophysitism” that can arise in Protestant accounts of the church.2 This argument quickly becomes hermeneutical. It is precisely the thinness of Reformation ecclesiologies, so the argument goes, that cedes space for historical-critical practices to flourish.3 It would seem, then, that reestablishing a traditionally Catholic ecclesiology would provide the tools necessary to articulate a theologically rigorous account of Christian interpretive practices. Such logic has driven much of the recent effort to recover a distinctly theological interpretation of Scripture.4

Given this reasoning, it might seem strange to argue for a theological mode of reading grounded in the church as the creatura verbi. Can this fund a distinctly ecclesial form of interpreting Scripture? If church vanishes behind word, as critics worry, then surely little hermeneutical gain is found in this manner of reflection. Ecclesiological spiritualism would leave us hermeneutically empty-handed.

It will become evident in what follows that even as I reference the Catholic criticism of word theologies, I am not necessarily seeking to chart a via media between them. The ecclesial hermeneutic that emerges in this book remains distinctly Protestant. This in itself is a helpful contribution, for much recent discussion about the theological interpretation of Scripture has subtly elided the difference between Protestant and Catholic theologies of church and Scripture. Here in part one I note some common Catholic criticisms because they helpfully highlight real liabilities lurking within Protestant ecclesiology. Granting unique priority to the one who creates the church is not an excuse to neglect the real significance of the church’s agency, as some fear. Instead, as I argue here, it gives a distinct shape to our theological depiction of the community’s material, social, and historical dimensions.


JOHN WEBSTER AND CHRISTOLOGY AS “NEGATIVE ECCLESIOLOGY”

Toward this end, I turn now to engage Webster, one of contemporary Protestantism’s most able theological representatives. His theology of Scripture reads as a sustained hermeneutical manifesto, an attack on what he calls the “dogmatic mislocation” of Scripture and interpretation within modern theology.5 He “resists the quasi-axiomatic status accorded to an anthropology of the interpreting subject” prevalent in modern hermeneutical theory and instead gives “sustained attention to a figure who has virtually disappeared from theological hermeneutics in the modern era, namely Jesus.”6

In order to make this claim, he takes great care, especially in his later works, to ground God’s outward activity in God’s wholly realized life in eternity.7 By stressing divine perfection he attempts to resist trends in twentieth-century theology that reconceptualize the church’s traditional ontological language. The problem with these approaches, Webster suggests, is that while rightly accounting for the humanity of Jesus, they risk neglecting the prevenience of divine being and work.

The ramifications of this neglect ripple across the spectrum of theological reflection. They are especially acute in the hermeneutical realm, particularly as they lead to accounts of hermeneutical space divorced from divine action. While a revisionary approach to divine being does not necessarily entail hermeneutical naturalism, Webster alerts us to the coincidence of the two by suggesting that the “naturalization” of the biblical text and the act of reading it are direct corollaries of the naturalization or historicization of the church’s talk about God. Indeed, as a discrete discipline, hermeneutics emerged in tandem with the separation of the Bible from theology, which itself mirrored a more fundamental separation between divine action and historical reality. In this sense, modern hermeneutical reflection emerges from historicist soil.8

Webster responds by going straight to the root. He contends that “the tide of God’s loving acts toward creatures” flows from the “infinite ocean” of God’s being.9 An account of “God’s infinitely deep, fully realized life” in se serves as the foundation for theological hermeneutics.10 Care is required here, lest this emphasis on eternity draw focus away from history. While Webster may seem susceptible to this danger, as critics sometimes fear, he consistently insists that attention to God’s perfection need not entail the neglect of the economy. Though the economy obviously takes priority in the order of intellect, this “should not be mistaken for the drastically different (and calamitous) dogmatic claim that the only significant distinctions are those enacted in the theater of God’s external works.”11 Real distinction exists on both sides of the economic-immanent divide, for the eternal intratrinitarian relation between paternity and filiation is intrinsic to divine perfection.12 In this sense, Webster is careful to note that “the primacy of theology proper should not be so inordinately emphasized that the glory of God’s works of nature and grace is diminished.”13 The eternal processions that constitute God’s perfection ground and make possible the economic missions, which is why Webster insists that eternal divine being includes evangelical movement, a secondary though no less real expression of God’s love. While God’s being does not depend on the missions, they are no mere epiphenomena; God’s outer works—within the realm of which falls the church’s hermeneutical enterprise—remain aspects of the doctrine of God.

This account of God’s being allows Webster to situate historical realities within the scope of divine work. Paradigmatically, this means that Jesus’ historicity does not compete with but is enabled by divine activity. Webster thus insists that the church’s understanding of Jesus must be “undergirded by an immensely powerful theology of God’s perfection.”14 He intends for this claim to counteract a particular christological error. “One illuminating way to write the history of modernity would be to envisage it as the story of the steady eclipse in the belief in Jesus’ presence.” Once Jesus ceases to be seen as a “presently operative and communicative figure . . . other doctrinal areas expand to fill the gap vacated by his removal.”15

Prime among them is ecclesiology. Stated simply, Webster fears that talk of church comes to fill in for talk of Christ. Consequently, he understands much of his dogmatic work as what he calls “negative ecclesiology,” a prophylactic measure against dogmatic distortion. By means of turning to a classical account of divine being and a corresponding account of Jesus’ perfection, he attempts “to win back to Christology” territory that has been annexed by talk of the church.16

At this point Webster may seem to confirm critics’ worst fears that word theologies carry an antiecclesiological bent. I will address this concern more fully below, for it carries some truth. For now, in fairness to Webster, we should note the specificity of his theological agenda. The negative tone of his ecclesiology is elicited not by the nature of the church per se but by perceived ecclesiological shortcomings in recent theology.

Webster has one particular such shortcoming in mind: the blurring of the distinction between word and church. This danger is evident, for example, within “communion ecclesiologies” that make the church the means of Christ’s presence to the world.17 While these ecclesiologies have the virtue of accounting for the church’s visibility, they risk implying what Calvin refers to as the crassa mixtura between God and God’s people.18 In being heavily invested in an ontological union between Christ and church, these accounts of the church risk implying a “porous Christology” and thereby eliding the “utter difference” between God and creatures.19 The hermeneutical danger here can only be stated briefly in anticipation of a fuller treatment in chapters three and four: when the difference between Christ and the church is collapsed and the alterity of the text compromised, readers find themselves within a hermeneutical space that lacks the leverage by means of which Scripture can become God’s speech to the church. Consequently, a church that should be listening instead finds itself speaking. In this sense, the crassa mixtura presses toward a particular instantiation of hermeneutical naturalism.

For now, we should note that Webster’s account of the Trinity and Christology produces an ecclesiology not confined to natural or social categories. The creatura verbi has its being within the triune economy of grace as the “first fruits of God’s utterance.”20 Hence, he confidently proclaims, “‘Church’ is not a struggle to make something happen, but a lived attempt to make sense of, celebrate and bear witness to what has already been established by God’s grace.”21 The church exists because Christ calls people to himself. The creatura verbi, therefore, is the collection of people gathered around the risen One, the space that exists because of his grace and in the wake of his call.

In its response to the “already” of God’s grace, the church certainly possesses social dimensions. In this, Webster remains alert to the danger of construing the church in a one-sidedly invisible manner. Yet he distinguishes his position by noting that the church is not identical simpliciter with its visibility. Its social-material dimensions always take shape in the wake of the risen One.22 As the creatura verbi, its being is a gift, never its own creation, which implies that the church’s visible existence is not a social project but remains derivative of its primary task of attending to Christ.




FUNDAMENTAL ASYMMETRY AND ECCLESIAL ACTIVITY


This brief tour through the logic of Webster’s theology reveals how dogmatic work in the doctrine of God pays off in the doctrine of the church. From a vantage point in his ecclesiology, it becomes clear that prioritizing Christ over the church resources a specific account of ecclesial activity. In all that it does, the church is fundamentally a hearing church, a church that has its being in the act of turning toward Christ’s voice.23 Here we arrive at the heart of Webster’s hermeneutical insight. Emphasizing the livelihood and loquaciousness of the risen One places the interpreter in a particular hermeneutical orientation. Because Holy Scripture is an alien reality, an exogenous element of communal life, the church is essentially “a domain of receiving.”24 Hence all ecclesial activity, hermeneutical or otherwise, grows from the same core task—to receive the gospel.25 Therefore the church must read, Webster claims, from a posture of “self-renunciation before the presence and action of God.”26

The threat of hermeneutical passivity. A certain danger looms at this point. Webster’s emphasis on ecclesial passivity calls to mind the Catholic claim against Protestant ecclesiology. Balthasar’s famous appraisal of the early Barth gives voice to this criticism: “Actualism, with its constant, relentless reduction of all activity to God . . . leaves no room for any other center of activity outside of God. In relation to God, there can only be passivity.”27 While Webster’s account of ecclesial agency is not identical to that of early Barth, his notion of interpretation as “active passivity or passive activity”28 nevertheless seems to fall within the range of Balthasar’s critique. Moreover, by prioritizing the divine address and the hermeneutical necessity of renunciation in relation to it, it might seem that Webster offers an inherently eventful account of the church that lacks historical stability and concrete creaturely dimensions. All forms of human activity, it would seem, are at best ancillary to the true being of the church.

Balthasar’s critical insight has reappeared in several iterations. Others have alleged, for example, that a theology of the word presses toward to a “bifurcation” of the true church (an invisible spiritual reality) from the empirical church (a visible historical reality).29 Word theologies, therefore, threaten to devolve into a form of “ecclesiological Nestorianism” in which the church consists of something like two natures only occasionally united.30 This “ecclesiological occasionalism” threatens to undermine any sense of continuity in ecclesial existence.31 Suffering from a christological constriction, Protestant ecclesiology one-sidedly emphasizes God’s revelatory action in Christ and thereby leaves no space for ongoing historical and ecclesial activity to participate in God’s grace. In short, theologies of the word seem to represent an especially acute instance of what Yves Congar refers to as the “absence in Protestant thought of a genuine ecclesiology.”32 However we parse the issue, the danger is that the church’s visible dimensions are reduced to the level of a “mere secular institution.”33 As a supernatural body, the church is but a fleeting moment. In this case, its perduring spatial dimensions remain disconnected from God’s activity. The church’s concrete activity borders on meaninglessness; as Balthasar memorably puts the matter, “God is in heaven, and man wanders here alone on his poor earth.”34

This line of critique forces the question upon us: Can hermeneutical practices within the creatura verbi achieve anything significant? Balthasar gets to the heart of this problem: “Viewed from above, the Church completely coincides with God’s Word; but, viewed from below, all her attempts to give expression to this Word are radically fallible.”35 As a secular space, the church will certainly engage in visible activities, but is this anything more than a mere “wandering alone” that remains “radically fallible”? If not, it would seem that within the creatura verbi the church’s hermeneutical endeavors amount to nothing more than a chasing after the wind. If this is the case, can the church really function as a hermeneutical space?

Bonhoeffer between Balthasar and Barth: the christological unity of act and being. The charge of “ecclesiological Nestorianism” obviously calls to mind christological debates. Without taking the analogy between incarnation and ecclesiology too seriously, one basic insight emerges from this comparison: as in Christology, the issue here becomes not whether the church is constituted by divine and creaturely dimensions, but how they relate. If the danger is a one-sided eventfulness that severs the two, the solution requires a precise and nuanced account of their relation, one that places priority on divine action yet does not thereby neglect the historicity and creatureliness of the church.

Here Bonhoeffer becomes especially valuable for my argument, for he was one of the first theologians to criticize the actualistic and antiecclesiological tendencies in Barth’s theology of the Word. Though it is not commonly recognized, Balthasar’s famous criticism of Barth’s ontology of grace draws from Bonhoeffer’s much earlier criticism. As the very title of his book, Act and Being, makes clear, Bonhoeffer insists on holding event and ontology together. Balthasar notes that “Bonhoeffer already realized this [i.e., the inseparability of event and ontology] in 1931 in his penetrating study Akt und Sein, which tried to unify a theology of actualism with a theology of being-in-Christ, that is, an ontology of the Church.”36 Balthasar’s more famous critique echoes Bonhoeffer’s original insight: Barth fails to take sufficient account of what God has actually done in Jesus and, consequently, underplays the extent to which the ongoing historicity of the church community is central to revelation. As Balthasar rephrases the matter: “God’s revelation can only be an event if something actually takes place.”37 There can be no act without being, no being without act.

According to Bonhoeffer, Barth rightly responded to modern theology’s loss of transcendence. Given various trends that objectified, historicized, or humanized revelation, Barth forcefully responded by flipping modernity on its head: God is the subject, not the object, of revelation. God always remains Lord over the knowledge of God. Bonhoeffer eagerly followed Barth in making this basic methodological move. But working within Barth’s reorientation of theology, he sought to offer a corrective voice. He sensed that in one-sidedly emphasizing divine subjectivity, Barth swung the pendulum too far. Barth successfully prevented God’s objectification, but did so at the expense of revelation’s historicity and continuity. Analogous to Kant’s transcendental subject, God becomes for Barth sheer subjectivity, an actor who remains always outside of space and time.38

Several implications follow from this. Bonhoeffer believed that Barth’s subject-concept of revelation entails a merely formal and negative account of divine freedom, i.e., a freedom from creaturely realities.39 Moreover, he believed that Barth’s stress on the eventful and gratuitous nature of divine discourse implies that God’s word is always arriving but never actually present.40 This account of revelation, as Bonhoeffer understands it, consists of a timeless event that enters history but leaves no lasting effect. If this is the case, the church may indeed exist in relationship to God. What is much less certain is the extent to which the church can also exist as a temporal entity in history.

Much could be said about Balthasar’s complex criticism of Barth and its likeness to Bonhoeffer’s. The relevant issue for my argument at this point is the way Bonhoeffer charts a path beyond Barth. Given the apparent impasse between an act-concept of revelation and a being-concept of revelation, Bonhoeffer proposes a unique third option: revelation takes the form of a person.41

Bonhoeffer’s basic insight is that the concept of person unites both act and being dimensions of revelation. It includes both existential encounter (i.e., act) and historical continuity (i.e., being). Though Bonhoeffer is certainly not beholden to phenomenological descriptions, basic observations about human personhood help elucidate his use of the term person. When I encounter another person, I am encountering not a mere object to be known but another subject who stands over against me. At the same time, this encounter is not a timeless moment but a historical event with past and future dimensions. A person, according to Bonhoeffer, is neither sheer event nor sheer object but a unification of eventfulness and objectivity in the distinct personhood of the other. For this reason, as Michael DeJonge writes, “Person, as a concept of contingent revelation in continuity, is the conceptual foundation for a theology that solves the problem of act and being.”42

Bonhoeffer is therefore able to claim that revelation is neither an absolute event nor a stagnant ontological given but “the being of the person of Christ in the community of persons of the church.”43 He claims that as person God encounters humanity from the outside and remains permanently distinct from the knowing subject (thereby incorporating the important contribution of act theologies). Yet he simultaneously claims that the person of Christ always exists in and with the community of people that is his body, such that his person is marked by a degree of historical continuity (thereby incorporating the important contribution of being theologies). Christ as person always stands over against the community of human persons and yet precisely in this freedom remains personally present to it.

While Bonhoeffer directs his argument in Act and Being toward both act and being concepts of revelation, we are here concerned with the way he moves beyond Barth. Barth’s fateful mistake, Bonhoeffer suggests, is that he thinks of God strictly as a subject and thereby fails to understand God as person.44 Given Barth’s one-sidedly dialectical approach to theology, God acts as a divine subject who either remains hidden in eternal nonobjectivity or, if momentarily present in an event of grace, overwhelms creaturely reality. God can act from a divine distance but cannot be genuinely present with humanity in so doing.45

But new options emerge when we realize that in Christ “the being of God is God’s being person [das Sein ist sein Personsein].”46 For Bonhoeffer, this means that revelation is not an object at our disposal, but neither is it simply a word spoken from an eternal distance. Revelation is a person. By turning to the concept of person as a third way beyond the impasse of act and being, Bonhoeffer adds incarnational thickness to theologies of the Word. The creatura verbi, then, is not a mere echo of a distant divine voice but is the community that correlates to and participates in God’s very presence in the person of Christ.

It is clear, then, that Bonhoeffer has arrived at his solution to the problem of act and being in a strictly theological manner. Though he shares certain affinities with dialogical philosophy and the philosophy of personalism (both of which were gaining popularity in the 1920s as alternatives to idealism’s subject-object paradigm), Bonhoeffer’s concept of person is ultimately won not through phenomenological observation but through the experience of encountering Christ in the church. From a purely philosophical perspective, act and being remain perpetually in tension. There is no philosophical solution to the dilemma. But in the miracle of the incarnation, Bonhoeffer claims, God has done the impossible. Jesus Christ enacts divine transcendence squarely within human history. As transcendent person, God is with us yet never at our disposal. As transcendent person, God is present in a way that does not annihilate our human personhood. Whereas Bonhoeffer believed that Barth’s one-sidedly dialectical theology posits a God who is present at humanity’s expense, Bonhoeffer here articulates an account of God as person who is essentially pro nobis. When we encounter Christ in the church, we see that God does not act in history as a mere revealing subject; rather, God has entered history as an incarnate person, and as such God exists always with us and for us. For sure, Christ’s freedom cannot be collapsed into his promeity; the miracle of the incarnation is that God has sacrificed none of God’s divinity in entering history. Given the reality of Christ’s presence in the church, however, Bonhoeffer would have us see that we cannot posit divine reality without simultaneously thinking of this reality’s personal presence with us.47
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